The present study examines differences in syntactic complexity in English writing among writers at different levels and explores the relationship between syntactic complexity and writings with different genres. 20 students in grade three of a senior high school that were randomly selected from two brands of test scores were grouped into high and low proficiency groups. The 40 writings from the 20 students were examined. Writings were evaluated by L2SCA (L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer) gauging syntactic complexity at global, clausal and phrasal level. After obtaining the data, the complexity values were entered into SPSS 21.0 to do analysis. Results reveal that the difference of the two genres reaches a significant level in terms of C/T (clauses per T-unit) and CN/C (complex nominals per clause); there is no significant relationship between syntactic complexity and L2 proficiency levels and no significant interactive effect is found between the genre factor and proficiency factor. The results can yield implications for ESL writing pedagogy.
Literature Review

Definition
As an important dimension of complexity, syntactic complexity has experienced a long process in its definition. At first, Gaise (1980) defined syntactic complexity as the ability to express more ideas and more thoughts with the use of fewer words, Skehan (1996) defined syntactic complexity as more elaborate language and more various sentence patterns. Wolfe-Quintero et al. (1998) provided a rather clear definition, syntactic complexity was the range of forms that surface in language production and the degree of sophistication of such forms. It means that both variation and sophistication are inseparable elements. Ortega (2003) held the similar view. Lu (2011) defined it as the range of syntactic structures produced and the degree of sophistication of such structures.
Related Studies on the Relationships Among Syntactic Complexity, Genre and L2 Proficiency Level
Among the factors influencing syntactic complexity, genre and L2 proficiency level are often studied, there are many studies on the two aspects. In the aspect of genre, Berman and Nir-Sagiv (2004) compared personal-experience narrative and expository texts in writing and speaking. They found that expository texts represented more complexity than narrative ones in lexical and grammar, expository texts had more complex noun phrases, relative clauses and more abstract words. Beers and Nagy (2007) examined the relationship between the quality of narratives and essays and different syntactic complexity measures. They found that essays have more words per T-unit than narratives. Beers and Nagy (2010) examined the genre differences among narrative, descriptive, contrast and persuasive texts through two syntactic complexity measures: clauses per T-unit and words per clause, they were written by 83 students in grades three, five and seven. The findings showed that persuasive texts at each grade represented more clauses per T-unit than the other three genres and descriptive texts at each grade showed more words per clause than the persuasive essays. Yoon and Polio (2016) conducted a longitudinal research to investigate the genre difference of narrative and persuasive texts, the results showed that the syntactic complexity of persuasive texts at phrasal level increased and narratives had more clausal subordination.
As for the aspect of L2 proficiency level. Ortega (2003) found that the syntactic complexity was related to writers' overall L2 proficiency, but the second or foreign language learning context and criterion for proficiency should be taken into account. Lu (2011) studied a corpus of more than three thousand essays written by Chinese English majors from four grades to identity the syntactic complexity measures that significantly differentiated between school levels. He found that mean length of clause, mean length of sentence, mean length of T-unit, complex nominals per clause and complex nominals per T-unit were related to learners' proficiency levels. Lahuerta Martínez (2018) 
Summary
As the literature above, syntactic complexity can be an indicator of L2 writing quality and L2 proficiency. The research of syntactic complexity in writing has made great progress, with genre and L2 proficiency level involved, but most studies evaluated different proficiency levels based on different grades or on certain criterion employed on a group of learners. These studies, though constructive, have little pedagogical implications in real teaching, because the English teachers always want to improve the writing competence of the students with writing difficulties. Therefore, the present study divides the students in the same grade into different L2 proficiency level. As for the aspect of genre, syntactic complexity studies on the genre differences are relatively incomplete except for some studies and the studies focusing on narrative and expository are rare, and narrative and expository are the most common genres for senior high school students. In order to further fill the gap, this present study examines the relationships among syntactic complexity, narrative and expository genres and L2 proficiency level.
Method
Research Questions
This study, therefore, explores the relationships among syntactic complexity, genres and different proficiency levels. Based on the purpose which has mentioned before, there are certain research questions in this study: 1) Are there any genre differences in syntactic complexity between narrative and expository genre?
2) Are there any significant differences between syntactic complexity and different proficiency levels? ells.ccsenet.org English Language and Literature Studies Vol. 9, No. 4; 2019 3) Are there any interactive effects in the syntactic complexity between narrative and expository writings in high and low proficiency levels?
Participants
The participants in this study are 20 students at high or low proficiency level in grade three from a senior high school. The criterion to distinguish proficiency levels was that students who got 120-150 in the English final exam are considered excellent, those who got 100-120 are good, 90-100, qualified. In the present study, 10 students that were randomly selected from those who got 120-150 were considered at high proficiency level and 10 students that were randomly selected from those who got below 90 were considered at low proficiency level.
Tools
The study uses the tool L2 Syntactic Complexity Analyzer (L2SCA), which was invented by Lu Xiaofei in 2010. He summarized the 14 indexes from the literature of Wolfe-Quintero et al. (1998) and Ortega (2003) .
Data Collection
The data came from the writings of 20 students. They were asked to write a narrative and an expository writing in one class, the title of narrative writing was "Please write a story about an unforgettable experience" and the title of expository writing was "Please write an exposition about your hometown". Students didn't know the usage of their writings, and then, these writings were coded into plain files individually. Finally, the writings files were put into L2SCA to calculate the values of corresponding measures of syntactic complexity.
Syntactic Complexity Measures
Regarding the syntactic complexity measures, the present study follows Norris and Ortega's (2009) recommendation to measure syntactic complexity as a multidimensional construct, involving global, clausal and phrasal sub-constructs. And Table1 lists the four measures of syntactic complexity 
Data Analysis
Quantitative analysis was employed in this study by SPSS 21.0. Description statistics was used to show the distribution of frequencies of the corresponding syntactic complexity indices. T-Test was employed to evaluate whether the effects of genre and proficiency level were statistically significant and Repeated Measured ANOVA were utilized to investigate whether there were interactive effects between genre and proficiency level.
Results and Discussion
The Effect of Genre on the Written Syntactic Complexity
The Effect of Genre on Syntactic Complexity at the Global Level
As mentioned before, syntactic complexity measures at global level refers to MLT in the present study. To explore the influence brought by genre difference, that is, narrative writing and expository writing, on MLT, the researcher at first conducted a descriptive analysis. The results in these writings is displayed as follows in the Table 2 . As is shown in the above table, the mean words per T-unit of narrative writings are higher than that of expository ones at high proficiency level. However, narrative writings by low proficiency level students show longer T-units.
To examine whether the difference of MLT in the two genre writings under both high and low proficiency levels reach significant level or not, the Paired Samples T Test is necessary. As can be seen in Table 3 , there are not significant differences between the narrative writings and expository writings in terms of MLT at both high and low proficiency levels, for t=-1.087, p=0.305>0.05; t=1.537, p=0.159>0.05. On the basis of the above statistical results, it can be concluded that the genre does not have an influence on the level of T-unit length, it is different from the study of Berman and Nir-Sagiv (2004) which claimed that there was a significant difference between the two genres in MLT, expository texts showed longer T-unit than narrative ones.
The statistical results are understandable for the following reasons: 1) The participants in Berman and Nir-Sagiv's (2004) study were in different grades, so they might be at different proficiency level, which caused a significant difference in terms of MLT. 2) Senior high school students are not familiar with narrative writing and expository writing, owing to the requirement of nationwide college entrance examination, the two genres are not frequently trained in daily teaching programs. As a result, they can't produce longer T-units. 3) The reason why narrative writings by students of low proficiency level produce longer T-units than expository writings are that expository writing is highly scientific in content and accurate in language, students at relative low proficiency level may lack corresponding ability.
The Effect of Genre on Syntactic Complexity at the Clausal Level
Syntactic complexity was measure by T-units per sentence (T/S) and clauses per T-unit (C/T) at clausal level in this study. Table 4 shows the basic statistical analysis results on the two indexes of narrative and expository writing genres between high and low proficiency levels. From the Table 4 , it can be seen that in high proficiency group, not only T-units per sentence (T/S) but also clauses per T-unit (C/T) in narrative writings are higher than expository writings; moreover, in low proficiency group the statistical results remain the same in both T/S and C/T. According to the results, Paired Samples T Test is conducted to see whether the differences between narrative writings and expository writings in T/S and C/T at both proficiency levels are significant or not. Based on Table 5 , only the difference of C/T between narrative and expository writings in low proficiency group is significant for t=2.306, p=0.047<0.05.
The results we get are different from Berman and Nir-sagiv's (2004) study in which they claimed that expository texts had more syntactic complexity at clausal level.
The following are possible reasons which can support the different results. 1) It may be due to the small sampling size of my paper, it only investigates 20 students, but in Berman and Nir-Sagiv' (2004) study, it had 80 subjects. 2) C/T belongs to subordinated clauses. In order to write a story, the students tended to rely on more adverbial clauses to elaborate the time and place clearly. Therefore, the index of C/T in narrative writings is higher. 3) T/S belongs to coordinated clauses. The unfamiliarity of the subjects towards the expository writings plays an important role in the lower T/S index of expository texts in both high and low proficiency levels. According to Skehan and Foster's Limited Attentional Capacity Model (1999) , the learners' total cognitive resources are limited, so paying too much attention to one aspect may leads to the ignorance of other aspects. In expository writings, the subjects firstly considered the content, so the complexity of language production decreased.
The Effect of Genre on Syntactic Complexity at the Phrasal Level
Syntactic complexity at phrasal level was measured by complex nominals per clause (CN/C) in the present study. Table 6 shows the descriptive analysis results on this index. As the above Table 6 indicates, in both high and low proficiency groups, narrative writings promote fewer complex nominals per clause than expository writings. In view of the roughness in this statistical results, Paired Samples T Test analysis is necessary to find out whether the difference of CN/C in the two genres reach significant or not. As can be seen in Table 7 , in both high and low proficiency groups, the CN/C index in narrative writings is significantly different from that in expository writings, for t=-2.830, p=0.020<0.05; t=-3.704, p=0.005<0.05.
It can be seen from the above two tables that there are significant differences between the narrative writings and expository writings in both high and low proficiency groups in terms of CN/C, it can be concluded that the genre does have a significant effect on CN/C, which is similar to the Berman and Nir-Sagiv's finding that expository texts had more complex nominals than narrative texts (Berman & Nir-Sagiv, 2004) .
Certain reason can justify these statistical results: Narrative writing stresses the description of plots and details so that the students put more attention on the creativity of plots and ignored the usage of complex noun phrases. While in expository writing, it requires concise and clear expression which forces students to use complex nominals. Therefore, it makes the CN/C differences significant in the two genres.
The Effect of Proficiency Level on Written Syntactic Complexity
The present study divides the learners into two proficiency groups based on certain criteria: high proficiency level (HP) and low proficiency level (LP). The present study aims at exploring the relationship between proficiency level and syntactic complexity. In the following three sections, the statistical results are presented and discussed. As we can see in this table, in regard to narrative writings, the high proficiency group produced shorter T-units than low proficiency group, which is opposite to the expository writings. From Table 9 , it can be noticed that for both narrative and expository writings, the MLT index of HP isn't significantly different from that of LP, for t=-0.456, p=0.654; t=2.065, p=0.054.
The Effect of Proficiency Level on Syntactic Complexity at the Global Level
The reason why the high proficiency group produced shorter T-units than low proficiency group in narrative writings may be that students at low proficiency level might try to make their writings more complex, while students at high proficiency level might pay more attention to the development of the whole plot. As is shown in Table 10 , with respect to narrative writings, the high proficiency group motivated lower clausal indexes in their writings than the low proficiency group. On the other hand, for the expository writings, the T/S index of high proficiency group is lower than that of low proficiency group, but the statistic result in terms of the C/T index is opposite. According to Table 11 , for narrative writings, no significant differences in T/S and C/T were found in the two proficiency levels, for t=-1.153, p=0.246>0.05; t=-1.771, p=0.094. For expository writings, the differences brought by proficiency levels in the two indexes are not significant, either, for t=-1.031, p=0.316; t=1.313, p=0.206.
The Effect of Proficiency Level on Syntactic Complexity at the Clausal Level
The above two charts suggest that low proficient students wrote more coordinated sentences in their writings. This result seems to confirm Norris and Ortega (2009) finding that learners of lower L2 proficiency level tended to use more coordinated sentences. And the insignificance is supported by Lu (2011) who found it difficult to use clausal subordination (especially C/T) and clausal coordination (especially T/S) to distinguish proficiency levels.
Two factors may account for the statistical results: 1) Low proficient students tended to use more clauses in narrative writings because of the genre features of narration, like the time and place, while high proficient students paid more attention to the plot. 2) Wolfe-Quintero et al. (1998) claimed that learners developed their language following the order of coordinate clauses to subordinate clauses, and then to shortening clauses, thus students at higher proficiency level produced less T-units per clause. From the above table, we can notice that in both narrative and expository writings, the CN/C index of HP is higher than LP. In order to see whether the differences reach significance, Independent-Samples T Test is conducted. It can be noticed that there is no significance between the two proficiency groups in both narrative and expository writings, for t=1.654, p=0.116>0.05; t=1.286, p=0.215>0.05.
The Effect of Proficiency Level on Syntactic Complexity at the Phrasal Level
What the two tables show is consistent with Norris and Ortega's (2009) study which proposed a hypothesis that L2 learners progress from coordination to subordination and to greater use of phrasal-level complexity. While the results presented in this study doesn't fully lend itself to the trajectory for syntactic development, it is noteworthy that phrasal complexity can distinguish low-rated and high-rated writings.
To conclude, there is no significant relationship between syntactic complexity and proficiency levels in the present study although proficiency does have some influence on the subjects' writings syntactic complexity. The following are some possible reasons which can explain the results: 1) Senior high school students no matter which proficiency stage they are in, are not familiar with the two genres, argumentative writings are the most frequently trained in daily study. According to Limited Attentional Capacity Model, the increase of writing tasks may make students ignore the syntactic complexity. 2) Proficiency sampling criterion may have an impact on the result. Ortega (2003) found that using holistic rating as proficiency criterion produced narrower ranges of syntactic complexity values than using program level as the criterion. 3) Another possible reason could be relatively narrow bands of test scores which led to little proficiency difference in syntactic complexity.
The Interactive Effects Between Genre and Proficiency Level on Written Syntactic Complexity
This section aims at exploring whether there are interactive effects between genre and proficiency level on syntactic complexity. To explore the interactive effects, Repeated Measured ANOVA was utilized. The results are listed in the Table 14 . From the Table 14 , it's apparent that there are no significant interactive effects between the genre factor and proficiency for the p>0.05.
All the outcomes taken into consideration, proficiency factor played a more important role in MLT and T/S than genre factor due to the statistical fact that the main effect brought by proficiency is much bigger than genre factor, for p=0.923>p=0.407 (MLT), p=0.655>p=0.179 (T/S). However, the main effect of genre factor is bigger than proficiency in C/T and CN/C indexes due to p=0.141<p=0.369 (C/T); p=0.000<p=0.089 (CN/C). What's more, the CN/C index is a good measure to distinguish the genre differences.
Conclusion
Major Findings
The present study collected 40 essays in two genres written by 20 senior high school students in high and low proficiency levels, aiming to find out the effect of genre and proficiency level on high school students' written English syntactic complexity and the possible interactive effect between the two factors.
For the first question, the effect of gene on syntactic complexity, the finding is that the difference of the two genres reaches a significant level in terms of C/T and CN/C because of the different genre features of narrative and expository writings.
As for the second question, the effect of proficiency level on syntactic complexity, the finding is that there is no significant relationship between syntactic complexity and proficiency levels. Three factors may account for this result: Firstly, the students at both high and low proficiency levels are unfamiliar with the the two genres. Secondly, the proficiency sampling criterion may attribute to the result. Finally, the narrow bands of test scores may also play a part.
As for the last question over the interactive effect between the two factors, no significant interactive effect is found between the genre factor and proficiency factor.
Pedagogical Implications
The present study has pedagogical implications that contribute to the teaching of L2 writing.
First, due to the validity of syntactic complexity in L2 writing assessment, English teachers should be aware of its importance and pay more attention to the development of it, encouraging students to use more complex sentences and phrases.
Second, English teachers can be helped to develop pedagogical interventions for students with different proficiency levels to deal with the weak parts in writing in relation to syntactic complexity. In this study, although there is no significant relationship between syntactic complexity and proficiency levels, the teachers in regular class should pay more attention to the gap in syntactic complexity of writing between students of different L2 proficiency levels.
Third, with respect to the genre differences, different genres have different characteristics in syntactic complexity, teachers should take genre differences into consideration and arrange proper activities. As is shown above, narrative writing and expository writing has a genre difference in CN/C, so in narrative writing, teachers should encourage students to use complex nominals.
Limitations of the Study
First, the sample size is small, which may make the results not generalizable to other ESL learners. Therefore, more samples are needed in the future studies.
Second, the fact that there is only one criterion to distinguish the proficiency groups may influence the research results. It is expected that the future research can use more criteria.
Third, the individual emotion may have effect on the results of syntactic complexity. The students in senior high school seldom write two different writings in one class, so when they write the second writing, they may be impatient, which will influence the syntactic complexity results.
Fourth, student's cognition also has impact on the final results. The writing topics of narrative and expository writing are related to students' life, so every student has different understanding about the same topic. And the familiar degree of every student varies about the same topic. Therefore, the student's cognition will influence the value of syntactic complexity.
